Aboriginal service in the First World War: Identity, recognition and the problem of mateship Philippa Scarlett A few of them will come in pretty useful for some of the work at the front.
-New South Wales recruiting officer, 22 January 1916.1
Think of all the half caste soldiers that were killed at war. What thanks have the half caste soldiers got for going to war. We were good men at war but looked down on now the war is over.
-Tom Blackman, ex 41st Battalion AIF, 1934. 2 The popular construction of unconditional mateship, said to make the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) the band of brothers it never was, today overshadows the existence of racism in the AIF, and the fact that the negative treatment Aboriginal servicemen received post-war was often at the hands of those now said to have been their mates. This mateship myth also obscures the failure of white Australia to recognise the service of Aboriginal men. Before examining these The complete marginalisation of Aboriginal people in Australian society meant that notwithstanding this comprehensive presence in a war said to lay the foundation of Australia's national legend, the war service of Aboriginal men was ignored, then forgotten for decades by white Australians. Recognition did eventually come, but it needs careful assessment to avoid the danger of Aboriginal war service being assimilated into the prevailing popular views surrounding Australian military engagement.
The Anzac legend has been an evolving and constantly malleable one, in which the dominant elements of imperialism and the racial superiority which attends it have been superseded by a narrative of tragedy and mateship.4
The susceptibility of this legend to manipulation was pointed out by Graham Seal when he located its origins in a merging of the seemingly opposed formal Anzac tradition -associated with official commemoration, authoritarianism and returned servicemen's organisations -and the grassroots, larrikin digger tradition.5 It has been this plasticity which has facilitated the incorporation of Aboriginal war service into the current incarnation of the Anzac myth. But this late inclusion has in large part been achieved by a misrepresentation of the context and circumstances relating to mateship in the wartime and post-war experience of Aboriginal servicemen. In 1921, in the Story of Anzac, officiai war historian Charles Bean wrote that, 'The strongest bond in the Australian Imperial 3 For discussion of this, see Winegard 2012: 62; Riseman 2014b : 178-179. 4 Holbrook 2014 Lake and Reynolds 2010: 210. Force was that between a man and his mate'.6 The concept of mateship implicit here and expressed later by ex-servicemen has been prominent in twenty-firstcentury discussion of Aboriginal experience in the AIF, where it has been used to imply acceptance and equality. However, the current dominant narrative of 'mateship' and the assumption that it reverses racism in the AIF environment occludes the presence of discrimination and compresses the diversity of Aboriginality and wartime experience. It also runs the risk of overshadowing the story of post-war injustice and diverting attention from the fact that most soldiers of the First World War were fighting for a 'White Australia'.
Diversity
The generic concept of 'Aboriginal soldiers' and a latter day simplistic construction of Aboriginal mateship have together homogenised these men at the expense of an appreciation of their differences and identities.
The following discussion is based on information extracted from the service records of the range of volunteers whose Aboriginal heritage is identified in Scarlett (2015a) .7 While numbers are not definitive, to date known Aboriginal volunteers in the First World War number around 946, of whom 770 served overseas. Although these numbers have been dramatically boosted by research during the last 10 years, they are still dwarfed by overall AIF enlistment.8
The fact that numbers were unconcentrated has meant that there was no Aboriginal group identity within the AIF. Even when a number of Aborigi men were members of the same unit, they did not always serve concurren or their numbers were minimal in comparison with total unit membership around 1,000 men.9 Comments that an Aboriginal man would become the p mascot of his unit reinforce the reality of Aboriginality as a novel phenomen First World War volunteers and serving soldiers, described as 'Aborigi were a far from homogenous group. They ranged from a very few describ 'full blood' (in photographs, information in their attestations and elsewher a small proportion of men, impossible to determine, whose Aboriginal desc not overtly apparent. However, the nineteenth-century thinking and use o term 'half caste' persisted indiscriminately as a general description of Aborig soldiers both during the war and afterwards, suggesting a homogeneity reflected in the evidence in service records and external sources. Nonetheless, physical appearance had relevance in the context of the AIF as a factor in the official selection process, particularly after May 1917 when, in the face of declining enlistment, a military order was introduced to allow the enlistment of men with one white parent.11 It was also relevant in its potential to influence racism during and after the war. Service records show that throughout the war, recruiters adopted a variable approach to volunteers, both accepting and at other times rejecting men who were clearly Aboriginal. The Aboriginality of others successfully enlisted would not have been recognised by recruiting sergeants. Of these, not all identified as Aboriginal, while others were able to suggest southern European ancestry. Contrary to popular thinking, a small, largely unrecognised proportion of volunteers lived in urban areas. Goodall and Cadzow, writing about Sydney, note that Aboriginal people are not "supposed" to have a history in city landscapes',13 yet they do either because that is where they have always lived or they have migrated from outside locations. Leonard Smith (described as black in his attestation) lived in inner Sydney far from his Tasmanian grandmother's people, while volunteers from the Darug Lock family lived often close to or on the land they had always inhabited in the Sydney area.14 The widespread willingness of Aboriginal men to enlist is evident from th fact that volunteers came from all Australian states and the Northern Territory However, they could also have a more complex, place-related identity This was as members of groups and nations such as Wiradjuri, Noongar o Gundijtmara, rather than say as Victorians or 'Indigenous' or Aboriginal'. Th degree of identification volunteers had with their culture was almost certainly not understood by the white men they associated with, including recruiter oblivious to the fact that culture could exist as a continuing substratum in the face of suppression by authority. Where the order may have had most effect was in the acceptance of men whose European ancestry was minimal or non-existent. The seven Aboriginal men in a May 1918 photograph of the 1st Reinforcements Egypt probably fell into this category, while others were described as 'the blackest half castes'.20
While apparently a weakening of restrictions, the military order was an even more explicit expression of racism than the Defence Act. Its intent was to promot the enlistment of Aboriginal men who associated with white people, already obvious in the successful enlistment of educated men, those identifying in their attestations as police trackers or with other connections to white families or communities. This was recognised by Darug man Henry Anolock, who attached letters from local townspeople to his attestation demonstrating his awareness of the importance of navigating white bureaucracies. The incident was a revealing one. The reason for the fiasco was that the military order was not intended to apply to men 'from the camp', only to men who associated with white people.28 It pinned down the exact nature of the changed regulations, but even more it exploited the willingness of Aboriginal men t serve in the most public way yet. The fact that they did not end up in the AIF was irrelevant to the impact of the scene on the large crowd which witnessed th 23 Mackett 1991. event. The recruiters then proceeded north, their rhetoric depicting a situation so grave that a depleted and exhausted AIF was forced to 'fall back on the halfcaste for the help [white men] were too cowardly to give themselves'.29
After enlistment, the persistence of racism went in tandem with the simple fact that the AIF was dominated by the overarching philosophy of White Australia and believed it was fighting to keep Australia white. This was an extension of the community consensus underlying the passage of the Immigration Restriction Ac 1901, one promoted by recruiters from leading politicians down.30 During the war, respect had to be won and soldiering ability proved in a way not expected of non-Indigenous soldiers. The racist basis for this defined the qualified nature of any wartime equality and the mateship which flowed from it. After th war, Walter (Chris) Saunders, a Gundijtmara man from Lake Condah, recalled an incident in which a white soldier refused to eat with him because of his race. Saunders' action in challenging him to a fight diffused the situation an they ended up friends.31 But while Saunders and others may have succeeded proving themselves as individuals, they were then faced with more obstacles overcome. Negative preconceptions about Aboriginal people led some to doubt their ability to perform in battle. As one officer said:
In the early days of the war they were looked upon by many officers and diggers as being undependable under heavy fire, but this opinion was soon brushed aside after the hard fighting in Palestine, and the aboriginals received the respect of all their fellow diggers.32
As the war progressed, bravery citations show Aboriginal men came to t forefront as leaders and continued to earn respect. Harry Thorpe was 'conspicuo for his courage and leadership' and inspired those under him. Charlie Run inspired a party of men to follow him and capture two enemy machine guns Both received Military Medals and showed qualities that transcended racism f the moment at least.33
Even when Aboriginal men passed these testing processes, they could not eva the fact that Australian society judged a man by his colour, and Aborigin the difference for them being that in Australia they were not legally permitted to drink. The basis of this incident was the behaviour of three Aboriginal men leaving a pub, which prompted an Australian captain to pursue a ban on the consumption of alcohol by Aboriginal men, as in Australia. His report was dismissed by AIF Headquarters, reinforcing the official equality of conditions in the AIF. This stemmed from the fact that, according to the AIF's interpretation of the Defence Act , Aboriginality theoretically did not exist in the Australian army. In this the AIF was unique, differing from other forces where non-white status was officially recognised and attracted discrimination.34 However, the suggestion that AIF regulations be altered to discriminate against Aboriginal soldiers revealed that despite their undifferentiated position in the AIF, Aboriginal men could not always escape the prevalent mentality of the Australia they had left behind.
Other instances involving alcohol and Aboriginal men, such as the court martial of George Aitken for a serious offence committed while drunk, did not elicit the same response as the one received by the men on Salisbury Plain.35 What may have made the first situation different was the captain's complaint that the men's 'abusive and threatening behaviour' encompassed 'shouting about the white man stealing their country'.36 In doing this the Aboriginal soldiers were challenging the prevailing white narrative of peaceful colonisation. Although Aboriginal people had asserted opposition to colonisation in various forms since invasion,37 the incident was a confronting demonstration of its presence within the AIF -and the captain's demand for the institution of the status quo applying in Australia undermines the later construct of AIF inter-racial unity. In another alcohol-related incident in Paris, a military policeman told a barman not to serve Willie Karpany as he was 'under the Aboriginal Act and not allowed to be served alcohol'.38 Karpany's supposedly equal AIF status and the fact that he was in a foreign jurisdiction did not prevent this attempt to exercise white power based on race. Explaining such encounters in terms of the antagonism between Aboriginal people and state police, who were active in the administration of repressive government policies, simply emphasises the existence of outside prejudice within the AIF.39 It is obvious from these incidents that relationships within the AIF were more complex than often portrayed and the prejudices which infected Australian society did not automatically disappear 34 This official equality, integral to the narrative of AIF inter-racial mateship, contrasted with the status of non-white men in other forces, for example, Black Americans, Indians and South Africans whose ethnicity attracted restrictions particularly when on leave. Levine 1998: 104,105,115; Winegard 2012: 16. 35 NAA A47 1 , AITKEN George Robert. 36 AWM15: 761 1. 37 Goodall 1996: xix. 38 Kartinyeri 1996: 43-44 . 39 Cunneen 2001: 12, 13. in the microcosm of the army and the intensity of wartime experience. Similarly like white prejudice, Aboriginal sense of identity and injustice was not put aside when Aboriginal men put on the King's uniform.
Friendships -mateships -also reflect this complexity, one which contradicts the suggestion of a unified Australian' identity in war in which pre-war racial boundaries no longer existed. Two South Australian Ngarrindjeri soldiers George Karpany and Proctor Wilson, were given the ultimate accolade when It was the mindset of fellow soldiers revealed in statements like theseparticularly when it is considered that these were made by men who admi their Aboriginal comrades -which shows the inbuilt racism of the AIF. This not prevent respect, admiration and friendship, but racism was a con subtext. William Punch, a Wiradjuri massacre survivor, was to one w soldier 'the best pal I ever had',45 while a Queensland Aboriginal soldier An' for all 'is dirty 'ide 'E was white , clear white, inside
When 'e went to tend the wounded under fire! 42 For example, the obituary of Indian Nobby Bux, which appeared under the heading of the same quotation, states 'although of dark skin he was white right through'. Townsville Daily Bulletin, 29 September 1923: 10. Similarly, a comment on a Barambah soldier reads 'although Archibald James Marshall was a coloured man, he was white at heart'. The Queenslander, 29 November 1924: 18. 43 Stanley 2011: 225-256. 44 Private H. Day in AWM: DRL/0428. 45 The Sydney Morning Herald, 15 March 1916: 14. Mylrea.46 The existence of friendships like these in wartime is clear, but in both cases neither had the chance to be proved afterwards: Punch died in 1917 and distance ensured that Mylrea's friendship was not practically tested. Mylrea's comment was made in the context of the fragility of the war experience, which led him to lament, after praising the wartime tolerance of the AIF, 'Why was it that after the cessation of hostilities the people reverted to narrow-minded vision?'47 His address was at an Anzac ceremony in 1932 at Heales ville near Coranderrk mission. The location suggests that this could have been a pointed comment directed to his audience.
Post-war recognition
Community sentiment, and within it the actions of the main ex-service organisation, the Returned Sailors and Soldiers Imperial League of Australia (RSSILA), as well as the work of the chroniclers, provide sometimes overlapping ways of gauging the nature of post-war recognition of Aboriginal war service.
During the war, Aboriginal membership of the AIF was kept in the public eye by newspaper articles. After the war this was no longer relevant to recruitment and the subject received less attention, only reviving slightly when the question of Aboriginal service in the Second World War became an issue. Important exceptions were the letters to the press from Aboriginal men, drawing attention to the continuation of discriminatory practices which they felt should have ended after the war service of members of their families and communities.48
Protests were also made by the monthly paper of the Australian Aboriginal Progressive Association (formed in 1921 to combat injustice).49 But when queried by state Protectors, the Commonwealth made it clear that war service did not change the status of these men under the Protection Acts, and the states acted accordingly.50
The post-war treatment of ex-soldiers and their families, particularly those living on missions, was lamentable and dominated by petty issues relating to receipt or control of war entitlements, some of it based on fear of Aboriginal empowerment through war service.51 Whether they were being forced onto 51 Horton 2012; Huggonson 1993a Huggonson , 1993b Pearson 2013; Pratt 1990: 36-38; Maynard 2007: 39. What thanks have the half caste soldiers got for going to war. We were good men at war but looked down on now the war is over.54
The attitude of what became the main ex-servicemen's organisation was often no better. Service records show Aboriginal membership of the RSSILA and its advocacy for Aboriginal men seeking medals and replacement discharges. League branches also lobbied the government for voting rights for Aboriginal ex-servicemen, legislated in 1949, but this was because they had shown they 'were advanced enough to share the danger of active service' and demonstrated they were 'sufficiently advanced to cope with the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship'.58 This showed an attitude to their comrades that was very different from the spirit of the Aboriginal men whose letters in the inter-war period linked war service with ending discrimination. 53 Flagg and Giurciullo 2008: 93. 
Current perceptions
Historians acknowledge the problematic centrality of the Anzac legend to Australia's national mythology and argue that much of that mythology is founded on the concept of mateship.69 In 2000, Ann Curthoys warned of the danger the presence of Aboriginal soldiers posed to this myth, based as it was on a white exclusiveness which located the Anzac narrative and its symbolic power firmly within the service of white Australians.70 But as the century has progressed, this threat has been addressed and defused by mateship, as the internet, press and television have become major forces in projecting the story of Aboriginal war service told by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal alike, all emphasising the importance of mateship.
66 AWM: 27, 533. 67 Holbrook 2014: 63-70. 68 For example , Hall 1990 . 69 Holbrook 2014 Lake and Reynolds 2010: 119. 70 Curthoys 2000: 133. However, a hard look at the facts surrounding Aboriginal experience durin and after the First World War challenges the new narrative of wartime equalit and mateship now being used to give recognition to Aboriginal war service and to incorporate it into the Anzac legend. Rather than binding black and whit together into a band of AIF brothers, mateship was more likely to have been an individual thing: Mick Flick's friendship with one white digger but rejection by others in his country town emphasises the need to look at mateship more closely and in a more nuanced way. This is not to devalue friendships where they existed but to see them in all their complexities and in the light of available evidence instead of the construct of recent years, which can generalise and sentimentalise First World War Aboriginal servicemen displayed the same fortitude and resilience and experienced the same suffering as non-Indigenous soldiers. They deserve recognition and a place in our history of this conflict and it
